
 
Physical Culture and Sport. Studies and Research, 2025, 110, 33–47

https://doi.org/10.2478/pcssr-2025-0022

Analyzing the Value of Social Interaction for Fitness 
Center Management: The Influence of Service 
Encounter in Consumer Trust and Loyalty

Pablo Jiménez-Jiménez*1A-E , Vera Pedragosa 2 A,B ,  
Mario Alguacil-Jiménez1C,D , Ferran Calabuig-Moreno1A,D 

*Correspondence: Pablo Jiménez-Jiménez, C/ Gascó Oliag, 3,46010 València; 
Email: pablo.jimenez@uv.es

Authors’ contribution:
A)	 conception and design of the 

study
B)	 acquisition of data
C)	 analysis and interpretation 

of data
D)	 manuscript preparation
E)	 obtaining funding

Received: 24.01.2025
Accepted: 27.04.2025

1Department of Physical and Sports Education, Faculty of Physical Activity and Sport 
Sciences,University of Valencia (UV), Valencia, Spain
2Departamento de Ciencias Economicas e Empresariais, Universidade Autonoma de 
Lisboa, Lisboa, Portugal

Abstract

Previous investigations in fitness centers have indicated that interaction between customers and staff members play a crucial 
role in the service delivery process, being a source of value creation that can influence customers perceptions and behavioral 
intentions. However, despite available research demonstrating the influence of this variable on economic value and repurchase 
intention in these facilities. Evidence on how interactions between members and staff influence users’ feelings is lacking. For 
this reason, the purpose of this study was to analyze the relationships among service encounter, consumer trust, and members 
loyalty in fitness centers. Data were collected by means of an on-line questionnaire surveyed to a total of 235 active users from 
different fitness centers across Portugal. Data analysis procedures included a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) followed by 
the development of a structural equation model (SEM). The results of the analysis demonstrated good psychometric properties. 
In addition, significant relationships were found between service encounter and consumer trust as well as between consumer 
trust and loyalty. However, service encounters did not influence significantly consumer loyalty. These results provide empir-
ical evidence of the role of customer-employee interactions as a source of intangible value (i.e. emotional and social) creation 
in fitness centers. These interactions can be a source of value-in-use that can lead to other positive outcomes for managers, 
customers and staff members in these facilities.

Keywords: service encounter; consumer trust; loyalty; fitness center, sport management

Introduction

Despite its relative youth, the fitness industry 
stands for its significant role within the sports market 
(García-Fernández & Gálvez-Ruiz, 2021). According to 
the 2024 European Health & Fitness Market Report, elab-
orated by Deloitte and Europe Active, by the end of 2023 
the fitness industry generated an income of 31.8€ billion 
in Europe, surpassing the revenues pre COVID-19. In 
addition, the number of memberships in this industry also 

increased by 7,5%, reaching a total of 67.6 million active 
members. According to Thompson (2022), during the last 
decades fitness centers have become a prominent industry 
in the sector of sport services. Furthermore, these facili-
ties have become one of the main alternatives for leisure 
and recreation as suggested by Andreasson & Johansson 
(2014), who indicate that a 10 to 15% of the population 
in western countries attend regularly these facilities.

In fitness centers, services are produced and consumed 
by the members of these facilities via encounters with 
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employees (Chiu et al., 2020; Wang & Chiu, 2023). In 
addition, these facilities are featured by the high frequen-
cy of interactions between the staff and the members of 
its centers (Wang & Chiu, 2023), who not only interact 
on the purchase act but on a day to day basis, as fitness 
instructors may interact with costumers to instruct them 
directly in group activities or guiding users about their 
training plans as well as the performance of different 
exercises (Campos et al., 2017). Thus, customer-employee 
interactions play a significant role in the service delivery 
in these facilities (Wang & Chiu, 2023). More specifically, 
staff-customer interactions have been recognized as a key 
element for customers’ service experience in the context 
of fitness services, which also influences patronage, mem-
bership renewal and loyalty (Chelladurai & Chang, 2000). 
Consequently, service encounter is arguably a critical var-
iable to impact consumers behavior due to the high level 
of interaction between service providers and customers 
in this setting (Chiu et al., 2014; Hsieh & Chuang, 2020; 
Lin, 2019; Wang & Chiu, 2023).

Previous investigations (Wang & Chiu, 2023) have 
demonstrated that, in fitness centers, service encounters 
(SE) can influence perceived value (PV). Moreover, SE 
can also influence members repurchase intention through 
PV. However, despite demonstrating the effect of service 
encounter on some behavioral consequences, as well as 
some empirical evidence for these relationships, previous 
investigations (Wang & Chiu, 2023) did not account for 
the effect of alternative constructs such as consumer trust 
as antecedents of these variables. These new relationships 
seem to be logical given that, as indicated by Wang & 
Chiu (2023), service encounters have the potential to 
create an hedonic experience for customers during the 
service delivery process leading to developing positive 
feelings towards the service provider (Azza & Norchene, 
2017). Given the unique features of fitness services, this 
study aimed to analyze the impact of service encounter 
on consumers’ trust perceptions and loyalty behaviors in 
fitness centers to address this existing gap in literature.

Consequently, the purpose of this study was to exam-
ine the influence of service encounter on consumer trust 
and loyalty. For the aim of the study, the service-dominant 
logistic (S-D logic; Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008), the Sport 
Value Framework (Woratschek et al., 2014) and Com-
mitment-Trust theory of relationship marketing (Morgan 
& Hunt, 1994) were used as the main theoretical lenses.

Literature Review and Hypothesis 
Development 
Service-dominant Logic and Sport Value Framework

In 2014, Woratschek et al. (2014) published the sport 
value framework (SVF), a general theory aimed to pro-

vide a new logic to understand research problems in the 
context of sport management (Gerke et al., 2020). This 
new framework, which is based on the Service- Domi-
nant logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), emphasizes the roles 
of customers and service providers in value co-creation 
through the sport service delivery (Woratschek et al., 
2014). According to the SVF, consumers are regarded as 
central actors in sport services as they have the dual role 
of contributors and beneficiaries in the process of value 
co-creation (Jones & Byon, 2020). Since the SVF was 
proposed, researchers have increasingly applied it as the 
theoretical lens to explore how multiple stakeholders con-
tribute to value co-creation in sport services in different 
contexts such as sport events (Buser et al., 2022; Daigo 
& Filo, 2022; Doyle et al., 2021; Jones & Byon, 2020); 
non-profit sport clubs (Behnam et al., 2021) or even fitness 
centers (Chiu et al., 2019; Wang & Chiu, 2023).

In fitness centers, member-staff interactions have been 
identified as a crittical element for the value co-creation 
process, which can shape customer experience (Glaveli, 
2021; Glaveli et al. 2023), as service experience in these 
facilities require the delivery of specialized knowledge 
and skills through several social interactions between 
users and staff members in order to create successful 
service experiences (Kim, 2022). This means that positive 
and frequent interactions between customers and service 
providers can contribute to value creation in the service 
delivery process (Delia et al., 2022; Thompson, 2022). 
This fact has been proven by previous investigations. For 
example, Behnam et al. (2021) found that customers with 
knowledge and skills showed higher levels of engagement 
which led to a higher level of relationship quality and loy-
alty towards fitness centers. Similarly, Chiu et al. (2019) 
demonstrated the positive impact of customers’ active 
behaviors on perceived value in fitness centers.

In a similar vein, a recently published study by Wang 
& Chiu (2023) showed a direct relationship between ser-
vice encounter (SE), perceived value (PV) and repurchase 
intentions (RI) in fitness clubs. In addition, this investi-
gation also revealed the role of PV as a mediator in the 
relationship between SE and RI. Therefore, the available 
studies provide evidence on the contribution of SE to value 
creation in fitness services and how the interaction with 
the service contributes to repurchase behavior. However, 
this evidence seems limited as it does not take into account 
the possible contribution of alternative constructs such 
as consumer trust.

In this respect, earlier research indicates that fitness 
centers can be considered as environments characterized 
by a high perceived risk and/or uncertainty (mainly re-
lated injuries and health issues) as gym members often 
lack sufficient knowledge to work-out autonomously (i.e. 
how to train, what exercises to do, etc.) at the beggining 
or until a reasonable period of time has elapsed (Glaveli 
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et al., 2023). According to complementary theoretical 
lenses, such as the relationship-orientated marketing 
paradigm, it could be argued that service encounter 
could lead to the development customer trust, which 
could also influence customers future intentions (Brown 
et al., 2019; Glaveli et al., 2023). Therefore, this study 
aimed to address this research gap in the extant liter-
ature. In the following sections, we describe the main 
variables involved in the study and provide theoretical 
justification to propose the hypothesized relationships.

Service Encounter
Foundational studies have defined service encounter 

as “the dyadic interaction between a customer and a ser-
vice provider” (Surprenant & Solomon, 1987, p. 87). This 
construct, applied to the context of fitness centers, can 
be understood as the interactions that occur between the 
consumers and employees during the service provision. 
These service encounters are regarded as critical elements 
creating value in the service delivery process for differ-
ent reasons (Font et al., 2021; Hsieh & Chuang, 2020; 
Wang & Chiu, 2023). On the one hand, users of fitness 
clubs experience many interactions and contacts with 
multiple employees, such as group fitness instructors, 
personal trainers, managers or front desk staff, among 
others. These interactions constitute a core element of 
the service delivery process as these staff members are 
responsible to guarantee a safe exercise experience as 
well as to make it pleasant while helping these users to 
achieve their personal goals  (Hsieh & Chuang, 2020; 
Larivière et al., 2017). On the other hand, the frequency 
of customer interactions with service providers in gyms 
is significantly higher compared to other service contexts 
due to the high visit frequency of costumers to these fa-
cilities, which implies that these services need to be very 
reliable in service provision (Chiu et al., 2019; Glaveli, 
2021; MacIntosh & Law, 2015; Yi et al., 2021).

According to the SD logic as well as the SVF, custom-
ers are value creators that actively participate in the value 
co-creation process (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Woratschek 
et al., 2014). Therefore, service environments facilitating 
continuous interaction can be regarded as a suitable plat-
form for value co-creation (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2018). 
Moreover, due to the high frequency of interaction in 
fitness centers as well as for intrinsic characteristics of the 
experiences in these services, service encounter can shape 
customers’ perceptions and actual behaviors (Behnam 
et al., 2021; Gruner & Homburg, 2000; Ramaswamy & 
Ozcan, 2018).

Consumer Trust
According to Glaveli (2021, p. 153), customer trust 

in the service provider can be described as “their con-
fidence in its goodwill, truthfulness, and capability to 

operate in the best interests of the relationship in ques-
tion”. According to Glaveli et al. (2023) CT in the service 
provider is a relational variable which is usually defined 
in terms of two different subdimensions: reliability (the 
ability of an organization to meet its promises) and in-
tegrity /benevolence (confidence on the goodwill to act 
in the best interests of the customers). These features 
highlight the expectedness of the behavior of the organ-
ization which comes from a learning process founded 
upon experience. (Glaveli et al., 2023). Following a re-
lationship-orientated marketing paradigm, trust can be 
seen a key relational variable as it is grounded in the 
experiences of the user with the service and it has clear 
influence on the perception of other variables and atti-
tudes such as satisfaction or loyalty (Glaveli et al., 2023; 
Loranca-Valle et al., 2021; Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002).

Loyalty
Seminal works in the sport management literature refer 

to customer loyalty as a favorable attitude and consistent 
purchase behavior towards a particular brand (Wilkie, 
1994). Historically loyalty has been studied from a be-
havioral perspective focusing mainly on repeat buying, 
frequency of consumption and length of relationship, or 
different combinations of these indicators (Bodet, 2008; 
Homburg & Giering, 2001). However, different authors 
have agreed to consider that consumer loyalty is defined 
as a bidimensional concept which gathers a behavioral and 
an attitudinal dimension (Dick & Basu, 1994; Mahony 
et al., 2000). In the context of fitness centers most of the 
investigations have focused on the attitudinal dimension 
of this construct, which has been regarded by some au-
thors as customer’s more favorable attitude towards the 
sports and fitness center in terms of recommending the 
center and its services and demonstrating positive re-
purchase behaviors (e.g. renewal membership) (Nguyen, 
2024; Yoshida & James, 2010). This variable is upmost 
relevance in this setting as higher levels of loyalty will 
influence consumption (e.g. membership dues, lesson 
fees), which constitutes a major income source for these 
facilities (León-Quismondo et al., 2020; Yi et al., 2021). In 
addition, customer retention in retail services can generate 
additional revenue opportunities via upselling (selling 
premium services to existing customers) and cross-selling 
(selling complementary services to existing customers) 
(Ferreira-Barbosa et al., 2020; Ferreira-Barbosa et al., 
2024; Wang & Chiu, 2023).

Relationship Between Service Encounter and Con-
sumer Trust

According to previous research, frequent interactions 
between members and employees can serve different 
customers’ needs, which can boost the perceptions of the 
users about the service and foster customer repurchase 
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intention (Kim, 2022). Consequently, service encounter 
can shape users’ perception of different elements of the 
service, influencing their future behavior. Previous inves-
tigations (Azza & Norchene, 2017; Wang & Chiu, 2023) 
have demonstrated that these facts are true in the fitness 
industry. For example, Wang & Chiu (2023) demonstrated 
that service encounter had a positive effect over perceived 
value and repurchase intention on a large (n=806) sample 
of Taiwanese fitness centers. According to the results of 
this study, service encounter had a positive influence 
over both perceived value (economic) and repurchase 
intention. These results provided empirical evidence on 
the impact of staff-customer interactions (i.e. service 
encounter) on customers’ perceptions and behaviors, iden-
tifying the critical role of perceived value as a mediating  
mechanism. 

Nonetheless, one possible flaw of this investigation 
could be that the measurement of perceived value in this 
investigation is limited to the economical aspect of this 
variable. This represents a potential limitation as in spite 
of clearly representing the construct of perceived value as 
the consumers comparison between the tangible aspects 
of the service (i.e.: perceived benefits and costs), the in-
strument used by these authors cannot fully capture the 
intangible and emotional aspects of this variable (Sevilmiş 
et al., 2024). This element is quite relevant in this context 
as fitness centers can be seen as high risk and uncertainty 
environments (Glaveli et al., 2023). On this behalf, this 
user perception of risk can be reduced by positive and 
frequent interactions with the service provider, which 
can induce positive perceptions to customers about the 
trustworthiness and integrity of the service provider, 
generating consumer trust in the service provider (Ioan-
nou & Melanthiou, 2015). On this basis, we propose the 
following hypothesis: 

H1. Service encounter positively influences consumer 
trust.

Relationship Between Service Encounter and Con-
sumer Loyalty

Current scientific evidence suggests that the quality 
and frequency of interactions between employees and 
customers in fitness centers constitute a key element in 
service (Azza & Norchene, 2017; Chiu et al., 2019; Glaveli, 
2021; Larivière et al., 2017). According to Wang & Chiu 
(2023), positive interactions between customers and em-
ployees during service provision can cause customers to 
feel a sense of caring and respect, which leads to future 
engagement and repatronage. Likewise, if a service pro-
vider fails to deliver a service encounter successfully, 
customers are more likely to engage in negative behaviors, 
such as switching to a competitor or lodging complaints, 

as their needs were not met during the service delivery 
(Xu et al., 2021). Therefore, interactions between staff 
and consumers can influence customer loyalty (Glaveli 
et al., 2023). This means that by frequently (and positively) 
interacting with service providers, staff may contribute to 
member retention (Delia et al., 2022; Thompson, 2022). 
This fact has been empirically demonstrated by previous 
investigations such as Behnam et al. (2021), who found 
that customers with knowledge and skills showed high-
er levels of engagement, which led to a higher level of 
relationship quality and loyalty towards fitness centers 
(Behnam et al., 2021). Similarly, Chiu et al. (2019) demon-
strated that customers’ active behaviors have a positive 
impact on perceived value in fitness centers. Previous 
investigation in this context have shown that service en-
counter can influence significantly some behaviors such 
as repurchase intention (Azza & Norchene, 2017; Wang 
& Chiu, 2023). Nonetheless, the empirical relationship 
between service encounter and consumer loyalty is still 
to be tested in this setting. Consequently, based on the 
available evidence we posit the following hypothesis:

H2. Service encounter influences consumer loyalty.

Relationship Between Consumers Trust and Loyalty
Seminal papers in the field of service marketing have 

indicated that trust is the basis for loyalty in retail services 
(Berry & Parasuraman, 1993). This is grounded in some 
theories such as the Commitment-Trust theory of relation-
ship marketing (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) which proposes 
that service provision between businesses and consumer 
can be seen as a type of “relational exchange”. From this 
theoretical perspective, trust is a cornerstone for strategic 
partnerships as relationships featured by trust are so high-
ly valued that these parties involved will desire to commit 
to these relationships (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). This is 
crucial as relational exchanges are built on the foundation 
of mutual commitment (Glaveli et al., 2023). In addition, 
the concept of commitment is very similar to attitudinal 
loyalty under this paradigm (Loranca-Valle et al., 2021). 
In fact, some researchers even define related concepts such 
as brand loyalty as “commitment to certain brand arising 
from certain positive attitudes” (Assael, 1992). Therefore, 
we propose that consumer trust will influence members 
loyalty. More specifically, it is established that building 
consumer trust through consistent interactions will lead 
to higher levels of loyalty as suggested by previous stud-
ies (Paschalidou et al., 2023; Sandell & Lagrosen, 2015). 
All the proposed hypothesis between service encounter, 
consumer trust and loyalty are presented in the conceptual 
model in Figure 1.

H3. Consumer trust in the service provider influences 
members’ loyalty
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SE

CT

IF

H1

H2

H3

Note: SE: Service encounter; CT: Consumer Trust: IF: 
Loyalty.

Figure 1. Conceptual model and hypotheses of the study 

Study Context

The fitness industry in Portugal represents an inter-
esting market featured by the growth and diversification 
experienced during the last few years, which began with 
a notable recovery in 2022, following the downturn caused 
by the Covid-19 pandemic. That year, the number of fitness 
clubs grew by 10% and the number of members increased 
by 49%, In addition, revenue rose by 39%, and market 
penetration expanded by 2.2 percentage points compared 
to 2021. Notwithstanding, employment declined by 2.4%, 
driven by a 6.1% reduction in the number of instructors, 
which was not fully compensated by a 2.6% increase in 
non-instructional staff (Pedragosa et al., 2023). 

In 2023, the industry continued its upward trajectory 
with an increment of 20% in the number of fitness centers 
compared to 2022, reaching a total of 1,056 facilities. 
Revenue continued to grow by 2.4%, reaching the figure 
€270 million, while the market penetration rate reached 
6.9%. Although staff numbers remained stable, the num-
ber of instructors rose by 7.9%, resulting in an overall 
workforce growth (instructors and staff combined) of 
4.5% year-on-year (Pedragosa & Ferreira, 2024). 

Lastly, 2024 marked a turning point for the industry, 
as it surpassed the peak levels prior to the pandemic (in 
2019). All key performance indicators reached record 
highs when compared to 2023: the number of fitness 
centers rose to 1,282 (up 21.4%), the number of members 
increased to 780,000 (up 10.1%), and revenue (excluding 
VAT) climbed to €345 million (up 27.5%). Market pen-
etration approached 8%, narrowing the gap to the Euro-
pean average of 8.6% (EuropeActive, 2024). The number 
of instructors grew to 10,528 (a 7.7% increase), and the 
number of non-instructional staff rose to 8,212 (up 9.4%). 

Overall, the fitness industry in Portugal is demonstrat-
ing strong, sustained growth, underpinned by a robust 
post-pandemic recovery, with 2024 figures exceeding 
pre-pandemic benchmarks (Pedragosa & Ferreira, 2025). 
In addition, the Portuguese fitness industry is also featured 
by the great variety and diversification of business models. 
Traditional fitness centers represent the most common 
center typology (80%) whilst personal training studios, 
crosstraining boxes, women gyms, and fitness boutiques 
represent the remainder business models according to the 
the Barómetro do fitness em Portugal 2022 (Pedragosa 
et al., 2023).

Methods

Procedure
For the aim of this study, an on-line survey was con-

ducted from September 2023 to March 2024. Data col-
lection was performed using a convenience sampling 
technique. In terms of the specific actions carried out for 
data collection procedure, first, the link to the question-
naire was sent to the managers of the Portuguese Asso-
ciation of Gyms and Fitness Centers (Portugal Activo), 
who distributed the questionnaire among their associated 
members (i.e. managers, directors, owners and CEOs from 
fitness centers and chains that were registered as active 
members of such organization). Then, these responsible 
persons emailed the link to access the survey to their ac-
tive members through their centers’ databases. Inclusion 
criteria for participation consisted of: (1) being aged 18 
years or older and (2) being an active member of a gym 
or fitness center at the time of data collection.

Measurements
The instrument employed for data collection was an 

on-line questionnaire consisting of four sections. First, 
a four-item scale was used to assess service encounters in 
fitness centers. This instrument, originally developed by 
Gruner and Homburg (2000) and adapted by Wang and 
Chiu (2023) to the fitness context, represents the extent 
to which customers perceive the intensity and frequency 
of interaction with employees (Wang and Chiu, 2023, 
p.153) . Example items of the scale include “The staff of 
this fitness center frequently interacts with me” and “The 
number of fitness staff with whom I interact is high”. 
Previous investigations have shown the scale has good 
psychometric properties, ensuring this a valid and reliable 
instrument (Hsieh & Chuang, 2020; Gruner & Homburg, 
2000). Second, the four-item scale of Morgan (1994) was 
used to measure customers trust in the service provider. 
Sample items of this scale include “I feel I can trust my 
gym”, “This fitness center is truly sincere in its promises”, 
or “This club treats me fairly and justly”. Similarly, to the 
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service encounter scale, this instrument has demonstrated 
being appropriate as previous studies have demonstrated 
that it’s psychometric properties are adequate (Glaveli 
et al., 2023). Third, consumer loyalty was assessed by 
Zeithaml’s et al. (1996) scale, which has been extensively 
used to assess customers behavioral intentions in fitness 
centers (Alguacil et al., 2019, 2020; Çevik & Sevilm-
iş, 2024; García-Pascual et al., 2023; García-Fernández 
et al., 2018; Nuviala et al., 2014), proving it’s satisfactory 
psychometric properties in previous studies. These items 
evaluate different future behavioral intentions of fitness 
centers members (e.g., “I will make positive comments 
to a friend about the programs and services in this fit-
ness center,” “I would re-register in this fitness center if 
I ever had to cancel my membership”).  All these survey 
items were measured on a seven-point Likert scale rang-
ing from extremely disagree (1) to (7) extremely agree 
and adapted to Portuguese following a back-translation 
process (Brislin, 1970). For this adaptation, some minor 
modifications had to be made for the service encounter 
scale. Specifically, the word structure “entre os membros 
e os colaboradores” was included in items one and three 
to refer to the interaction between customers and staff 
members. In the case of consumer trust and loyalty, no 
major changes were made as item translation from Eng-
lish to Portuguese gave an equivalent meaning without 
adding extra wording. All the items in the original and 
translated versions are presented in Appendix 1. Finally, 
the fourth section of the questionnaire included a battery 
of sociodemographic questions aiming to identify the 
characteristics of the sample. These questions included 
sex, membership tenure, weekly attendance frequency, 
type of center in which they were enrolled, user profile 
and monthly fee that they were paying. For the monthly 

fee classification as well as the typology of fitness center, 
the categories reported in the Barómetro do fitness em 
Portugal 2022 were adopted as the reference (Franco 
et al., 2024; Pedragosa et al., 2023).

Given that all data were collected from the same source 
at a single point in time, a set of procedural remedies were 
adopted to alleviate potential concerns of common method 
variance (CMV) (Hulland et al., 2018). First, unambigu-
ous terms and concise items were adopted from previous 
literature. Second, all the indicators for the survey were 
content analyzed by four sport management scholars from 
two different countries that had extensive experience in 
survey-based research. Thirdly, researchers aimed to 
reduce participants evaluation apprehension by adding 
a section in the preamble indicating that there were no 
right or wrong answers to the questions in the survey (Sato 
et al., 2016). Lastly, to protect participants’ anonymity and 
reduce respondents’ apprehensiveness further, this study 
used a web-survey design.

Sample
A total of 235 people with a mean age of 41.51 (±13.68) 

years completed the questionnaire. Most of the partici-
pants were users of fitness centers (85%, n=200), whereas 
the other 15% (n=35) of users were members of boutique 
centers, personal training studios and CrossFit/cross train-
ing boxes among other types of centers. Most of these users 
attend two to five times (93%, n= 219) per week to either 
train on their own or participate in group activities (89%, 
n= 209). With regards to sex distribution, a large majority 
of the respondents were women (72%, n=179). Finally, the 
majority of the respondents indicated paying a monthly 
fee between 30 and 65 € per month. The full sociodemo-
graphic profile of the participants can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample.

    Frequency Percent
Gender Women 170 72%

Men 65 38%
Centre Type Fitness Boutique 8 3%

Box/ Cross Training 8 3%
Personal Training Studio 13 6%
Women’s gyms 6 3%
Health Club/ Fitness center 200 85%

User profile Group classes user 94 40%
Personal trainer user 18 8%
Free user (free weights, cardio…) 115 49%
Swimming pool 2 1%
Outro 6 3%
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Data analysis
Firstly, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was per-

formed to ensure the validity of the measurement model. 
Secondly, to test the proposed hypotheses, a causal re-
lationship model was developed. These analyses were 
performed using the Maximum Likelihood method (ML) 
in JASP 0.19.1 software. Following Kline (2023), the 
following goodness-of-fit indexes were considered to 
analyze both the measurement as well as the structural 
relationships model: significance of the Chi-square (χ2), 
the ratio between χ2 and degrees of freedom (χ2/df), Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Stand-
ardized root mean square residual (SRMR), Goodness of 
fit index (GFI), Bentler-Bonnet Normed Fit Index (NFI), 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index 
(TLI). In addition, confirm the reliability and construct 
validity of the scales, Cronbach’s Alpha, Composite Reli-
ability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) were 
analyzed. Finally, discriminant validity was tested using 
Fornell & Larcker (1981) and the Heterotrait-Monotrait 
Ratio (HTMT).

Ethical Considerations

This investigation was conducted following the guide-
lines of the ethics committee from the University of Va-
lencia, which granted ethical permission to the researchers 
trhough their ethics committee (2023-FIS-2837503). First-
ly, a preliminary section was included at the beginning 
of the questionnaire indicating the purpose, benefits and 
possible risks of the study, participant’s voluntary par-

ticipation as well as the right to revoke it. This text also 
informed participants about the anonymous processing 
of the data in accordance with the principles set out in 
Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and 
of the Council of 27 April 2016 as well as the fundamen-
tal principles established in the Declaration of Helsinki 
(Trombert, 2015). Secondly, a contact person was pro-
vided for any participants who wanted to request further 
information in the final part of this preamble. Finally, 
a paragraph was included explaining to respondents that 
by clicking “next” they voluntarily accepted participation 
in the research and gave their tacit consent.

Results

Measurement Model
Overall, the results of the CFA confirm overall a good 

fit of the measurement model (χ2 /df = 177/62 [2.85], 
p <.001, RMSEA = .089 [90% CI .079–.105], SRMR = .03, 
GFI =.98, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, NFI = .95). Firstly, the p 
value associated with Chi-square (χ2) was <.001, demon-
strating the significance of the measurement model. Sec-
ondly, the ratio between χ2 and its degrees of freedom (χ2/
df) was 2.85. According to Hu & Bentler (1999), a value  of 
1.00 in a measurement model would be considered perfect, 
while ratios below 2.00 would be considered a very good 
model fit, and values below 5.00 are considered accept-
able (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Thus, based on the results of 
χ2/df on this analysis we could consider the proposed 
model as adequate. Thirdly, Goodness of fit index (GFI), 
Bentler-Bonnet Normed Fit Index (NFI), Comparative 

    Frequency Percent
Monthly membership fee Less than 30€ 79 34%

Between 30€ and 65 € 138 59%
More than 65€ 18 8%

Membership tenure Less than 3 months 18 8%
Between 3 and 6 months 43 18%
Between 7 and 12 months 36 15%
Between 13 and 24 months 39 17%
More than 2 years 99 42%

Attendance Less than once a week 7 3%
Once a week 5 2%
Twice a week 40 17%
3x times per week 72 31%
4x times per week 42 18%
5x times per week 50 21%
6x times per week 15 6%
7x times per week or more 4 2%
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Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) exceeded 
the 0.9 cutoff point (Hu & Bentler, 1999), showing op-
timal results. In addition, the RMSEA = .089 (90% CI 
.079–.105) revealed an acceptable, but marginal fit of the 
model (Glaveli et al., 2023; Hooper et al., 2008; Sharma 
et al., 2005). However, no error terms were allowed to be 
correlated in this model; and no items were shown to be 
particularly problematic. Moreover, Standardized root 
mean square residual was .03, below the recommended 
cut-off criteria of this indicator (.08) (Hu & Bentler, 1998).

To verify the reliability and construct validity of the 
scales, Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients, Composite Re-
liability (CF) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 
were analyzed on the one hand. Convergent validity 
was analyzed by means of the t-values as well as the 
Average Variance Extracted (AVE). On the one hand, 
t-values for each item ranged from 12.77 to 19.26, sat-
isfying the acceptable threshold (T > 3.291) (López 
et al., 2000). In addition, AVE values of all constructs 
were higher than 0.50, supporting convergent validity. 

Internal consistency reliability (see Table 2) was sup-
ported as the values of Cronbach’s alpha and composite 
reliability were above the recommended value of 0.70  
(Hair et al., 2022). 

Discriminant validity was evaluated by Fornell-Larck-
er criterion and the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) 
(see Table 3). First, the Fornell-Larcker criterion was 
fulfilled as the square root of the AVE of each construct 
was higher than inter-construct correlation (Fornell & 
Larcker, 1981). Moreover, the HTMT values between con-
structs were below the 0.85 cut-off value, demonstrating 
further evidence of discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 
2015). Lastly, complementary to the procedural remedies 
to prevent CMV. Following Kaltsonoudi et al. (2022), we 
ran a new CFA merging all the indicators as a single fac-
tor following. The results of this analysis showed a very 
poor fit of the model (χ2 /df = 894/65 [13.75], p <.001, 
RMSEA = .23 [90% CI .22–.25], SRMR = .09, GFI =.87, 
CFI = .75, TLI = 0.7, NFI = 0.73), indicating CMV was 
not a pervasive issue in this data set.

Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis and reliability coefficients.

Dimensions  M (SD) Factor 
loading t-value α  CR  AVE 

Service encounter (SE)

SE1  The interaction quality with this FC is higher  
than others 5.19 ± (1.43) .75 13.05*

.91 .92 .73
SE2  The staff of this FC frequently interacts with me 5.54 ± (1.44) .87 16.44*

SE3  The frequency of encounters with fitness  
staff is high 5.26 ± (1.39) .89 17.20*

SE4  The number of fitness staff with whom I interact  
is high 4.92 ± (1.55) .89 17.17*

Consumer trust (CT)
CT1  I feel I can trust my FC 5.72 ± (1.21) .89 17.12*

.95 .95 .82
CT2  This FC is truly sincere in its promises 5.51 ± (1.25) .89 17.31*
CT3  This FC treats me fairly and justly 5.79 ± (1.12) .91 17.73*
CT4  This FC is honest and truthful with me 5.69 ± (1.23) .93 18.44*
Loyalty (IF)
IF1  I will recommend this FC to my friends and family 5.56 ± (1.32) .97 19.26*

.95 .95 .81

IF2 If other people ask me, I will speak positively about 
this FC 5.65 ± (1.25) .95 18.81*

IF3 I will encourage my friends and family to do sports 
activities in this FC 5.57 ± (1.35) .97 19.36*

IF4 I will consider this FC my first choice for any sports 
services I may need 5.32 ± (1.41) .85 15.31*

IF5 In the coming years, I will be doing more sports 
activities in this FC 5.21 ± (1.34) .75 12.77*

Note: *p < .01; FC – fitness center; SE: Service encounter; CT: Consumer Trust: IF: Loyalty. 
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Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing
After confirming the validity of the measurement 

model, a causal relationship model was developed to 
test the proposed hypotheses. According to the results 
obtained (see Figure 2), it is confirmed that the proposed 
model presents a good fit: χ2= 177.23; gl= 62; χ2/gl= 2.85; 
RMSEA=.089 (95% CI= .07-.11); SRMR = .03, CFI = .97, 
TLI = .96, NFI = .95. With respect to the proposed hy-
potheses, significant relationships were found between ser-
vice encounter and consumer trust in the service (β= .79;  
p< .001) as well as between consumer trust in the service 
and user loyalty (β= .67; p<.001). However, no significant 
relationships were found between service encounter and 
user’s loyalty (β= .15; p= .08). Hence, of the proposed hy-
pothetical relationships, only H1 and H3 were supported. 
In addition to that, all the variables included in the model 
were significantly predicted by their respective indica-
tors with a factor variance of .55 for service encounter, 
.36 for consumers loyalty, and .29 for consumers’ trust.

Note(s): *p < .001; SE: Service encounter; CT: Consumer 
Trust: IF: Loyalty.

Figure 2. Structural model with standardized estimates 
and path coefficients.

Discussion and Conclusions

The aim of this study was to examine the impact of 
service encounter on fitness consumers ‘perceptions and 

behaviors adopting the theoretical lenses of the SVF and 
S-D logic perspective (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Woratschek 
et al., 2014). More specifically, this study developed a re-
search model to examine the relationships between service 
encounter, consumer trust, and loyalty in fitness centers. 
Based on the results of the analysis, we reach the following 
conclusions about the hypothesized relationships. Firstly, 
service encounter had a significant impact on consumer 
trust. This finding extends available research evidence 
from previous investigations by demonstrating that ser-
vice encounter in fitness centers is not only a mechanism 
to improve the perception of economic and utilitarian 
value (Wang & Chiu, 2023), but also a catalyst for the 
development of social and emotional value too (Sevilmiş 
et al., 2024).

According to the fundamental principle (FP) 7 of the 
SVF, “Value is always co-created by firms, customers and 
other stakeholders” (Woratschek et al., 2014, p.18), service 
encounter outstands as a clear source for value creation in 
fitness centers, which has been empirically demonstrated 
by this study and other previous investigations (Wang & 
Chiu, 2023). Additionally, the FP of the SVF 8 indicates 
that “Co-created value is always value in use” (Worat-
schek et al., 2014, p.18). To the authors view, this implies 
that intangible value generated by service encounters 
might be present in fitness centers through boosting a safer 
and more motivating atmosphere for exercising as well as 
by the generation of a sense of community. According to 
Çevik & Sevilmiş (2024), sense of community can also 
influence post-consumption consumer attitudes, increas-
ing the intention to continue a membership. 

These attitudes can also have positive effects for fit-
ness users as well as managers and business owners. On 
the one hand, having a larger number of loyal customers 
influences the membership fees, which are one of the main 
income sources for these businesses (Çevik & Sevilmiş, 
2024). Consequently, managers and business owners can 
clearly benefit from fostering positive service encounters 
in the fitness facilities as this will influence their customer 
retention and financial sustainability (León-Quismondo 
et al., 2020). In addition, those customers that are more 
loyal are also more prone to recommend, which can gen-
erate extra revenue opportunities (Ioannou & Melanthiou, 

Table 3. Discriminant validity assessment

Measures 1 2 3
1. SE 0.85 0.81 0.68
2. CT 0.74​ 0.9 0.79
3. IF 0.66​ 0.75​ 0.9

Note: Italic values above the diagonal are HTMT values; Values on diagonal are the square root of AVE; values below the 
diagonal are the correlations among constructs; SE: Service encounter; CT: Consumer Trust: IF: Loyalty.
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2015; Yi et al., 2021). On the other hand, from the costum-
er’s perspective, any member of any sport service that is 
more loyal is also more likely to continue exercising. This 
fact is very relevant as adherence to physical activity is 
a key element to achieve any expected physical and health 
results (Gjestvang et al., 2020; Sperandei et al., 2016). 

Secondly, the relationship between service encounter 
and customer loyalty was found non-significant in this 
study. This finding is in contrast with previous investi-
gations in the field which have found significant relation-
ships between SE and other behavioral variables such as 
repurchase intention (Wang & Chiu, 2023). Nonetheless, 
this previous investigation also indicated that perceived 
value played a mediation effect in the relationship between 
SE and RI. Thus, it could be argued that due to a possible 
mediating effect of consumer trust on the relationship 
between SE and consumer loyalty, the true relationship 
between these variables might have been hindered. Future 
investigations in fitness centers should test the existence 
of a mediation effect between service encounter and con-
sumer loyalty to obtain a better understanding of the 
relationship between these variables.

Finally, the relationship between consumer trust and 
loyalty was confirmed, providing further support for the 
relationship among these variables (Alguacil et al., 2019; 
Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). On the basis of these results, the 
available scientific evidence on the role of daily interaction 
between employees and users of fitness centers in achiev-
ing trust and loyalty in the service is reinforced (Glaveli 
et al., 2023). In addition, the findings demonstrate that 
trust in the service can also lead to greater user loyalty. 
These findings contribute to the fitness services literature 
by expanding the evidence for understanding the mecha-
nisms by which service encounter can influence members 
perceptions, feelings and behavioral attitudes. This is 
highly relevant in this context as due the high frequency 
of interaction in these facilities (Yi et al., 2021) as well 
as the specific set of skills required for effective service 
provision in this setting (Glaveli et al., 2023).

Managerial Implications
As mentioned in the previous section, the current 

study contributes to research in fitness centers expanding 
the understanding of the mechanisms by which service 
encounter can influence members’ perceptions and be-
havioral attitudes. Nonetheless, the contribution of this 
study is not limited to research and its results also show 
practical implications for managers and owners of sports 
organizations. Firstly, sport managers interested in meas-
uring service encounter can use the proposed scale due to 
its simple wording and reduced structure. By measuring 
this variable, professionals can search for tangible (i.e. 
questions about injuries, doubts about their training pro-
grams, mood of the day) aspects of service encounter that 

can be integrated in standardized protocols for reception 
and interaction with users.  Secondly, by measuring ser-
vice encounter consistently, sport managers can assess 
and monitor the interaction provision of their employees 
across different areas of the service (i.e., exercise room, 
SPA, group classes, etc.) and establish different incentives 
for staff. Finally, by measuring service encounter across 
large populations, both practitioners and researchers can 
find patterns and specific needs profiles which can be 
helpful to adapt the available protocols to specific target 
populations (e.g. elder people).

Limitations and Future Research
Despite its theoretical and practical contributions, this 

study presents some limitations that should be considered 
when applying these findings to other populations. Firstly, 
it should be noted that data collection in this research was 
carried out by means of a convenience sample at one single 
point in time. On the one hand, using a convenience sam-
pling may affect the validity of the results when applied to 
other populations, for this reason we recommend to use 
stratified sampling techniques whenever possible (Par-
ra-Camacho et al., 2023). In addition to this, the sample 
size of this study was relatively low, which reinforces the 
need to replicate the study to support the findings of this 
research and strengthen available evidence. On the other 
hand, collecting all the data at one single point in time 
could create potential issues related to common method 
variance (CMV) (Hulland et al., 2018; Kaltsonoudi et al., 
2022). However, as indicated in the methodology section 
of this manuscript, a series of procedural remedies and 
post hoc tests were performed to confirm that CMV was 
not a pervasive issue in this study.

Secondly, the assessment of some variables such as 
loyalty by means of questionnaires instead of primary data 
represents a limitation that may affect the validity of the 
results. Nevertheless, this is a limitation that is extensive 
across sport management research. In any case, we rec-
ommend to other researchers who want to continue inves-
tigating in this line of research to combine different types 
of data to maximize the validity of the results. Thirdly, the 
current study focused only on the face-to-face interactions 
that occur during the service delivery process in fitness 
centers. This can be considered a potential limitation as 
pointed out in previous investigations which argued that 
service encounters also encompass other types of custom-
er interactions that happen with non-human actors (e.g. 
technological interactions with the fitness center through 
the center’s application, email or social media) (Larivière 
et al., 2017;Wang & Chiu, 2023). For this reason, future 
investigations in the field might also want to consider the 
members’ interactions with other elements on the service 
provision such as the fitness applications used to enroll 
in some centers and activities. Finally, in addition to the 
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previous recommendations, it is interesting that future 
research proposes longitudinal designs combining the 
measurement of some variables (e.g. service encounter) 
while controlling other tangible variables over time (i.e. 
number of leavers). Collaboration between researchers 
and practitioners would be crucial for this.
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Appendix 1

Dimensions  Items   References

Service 
encounter

SE1 
The interaction quality with this fitness center is higher than others

Gruner  
& Homburg 

(2000)

A qualidade das interações entre os membros e os colaboradores 
neste Centro de Fitness é melhor do que nos outros

SE2 
The staff of this fitness center frequently interacts with me

Os colaboradores deste Centro de Fitness interagem frequentemente 
comigo

SE3 
The frequency of encounters with fitness staff is high

A frequência das interações entre os membros e os colaboradores 
deste Centro de Fitness são elevadas

SE4 
The number of fitness staff with whom I interact is high

O número de colaboradores com que interajo no Centro de Fitness é 
elevado

Consumer trust

CT1 
I feel I can trust my fitness center

Morgan (1994)

Sinto que posso confiar no meu Centro de Fitness

CT2 
This fitness center is truly sincere in its promises

Este Centro de Fitness é realmente sincero nas suas promessas

CT3 
This fitness center treats me fairly and justly

Este Centro de Fitness trata-me de forma justa e equitativa

CT4 
This fitness center is honest and truthful with me

Este Centro de Fitness é honesto e sincero comigo

This is Open Access article distributed un-
der the terms of CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 Inter-
national License.
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Dimensions  Items   References

Loyalty

IF1 
I will recommend this fitness center to my friends and family

Zeithaml et al. 
(1996) 

Recomendarei aos meus amigos e familiares que frequentem este 
Centro de Fitness

IF2
If other people ask me, I will speak positively about this fitness center

Falarei agradavelmente sobre este Centro de Fitness a outras pessoas 
se me perguntarem

IF3
I will encourage my friends and family to do sports activities in this 
fitness center

Incentivarei outras pessoas a virem a este Centro de Fitness

IF4

I will consider this fitness center my first choice for any sports 
services I may need
Considerarei este Centro de Fitness como a minha primeira escolha 
para quaisquer serviços desportivos de que possa necessitar

IF5

In the coming years, I will be doing more sports activities in this 
fitness center
Nos próximos anos, irei praticar mais atividades desportivas neste 
Centro de Fitness
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